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Abstract All the churches are endowed with bell towers and many smaller historical centers have at least 
a tower: the frequency of this sign makes it meaningless as symbol of community identity or as 
orientation signal. The dome, for its lesser use, becomes an identification element, an "out of 
scale" sign in urban context. The dome’s a religious symbol, but also an identity-making’s one: 
a protective “umbrella” and a wedge that pierces the sky. The perceptive route shows that 
communities draw sky with this sign in imitation dynamics, starting a competition to be visibly 
represented. I call "triangle of the three domes", the one which connects Brescia, Lonato, 
Montichiari: the common denominator is the same signs rising. Objective’s to underline a 
perceptive order that characterizes a limited area with an unpublished point of view, "telling" 
through photographs and drawings a path of religiousness, identity and affirmation of local 
communities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
What architectural landmarks makes instantly recognizable the skyline of the ancient towns, giving them 
recognition elements respect to various aspects of contemporary settlements? Certainly towers and steeples 
are meaningful signs, but the relative abundance, their thickening gives fewer orientation guarantees: if all 
the churches have a bell tower and several little town centers have at least one tower, just the multiplication 
of this vertical stress sign makes it less meaningful as a symbol of belonging to the community or as a signal 
orientation. 
The dome, however, being less widely used (especially in large measurement at least in Western), becomes 
an element of absolute recognition. This is confirmed by its frequent dimensional emphasis that turns it into 
a sign "off the scale" compared to the surrounding landscape or at least to the urban context because it is 
already too large for the building architecture to which it belongs. 
The dome becomes not only a religious symbol but also an identity symbol: a protective “umbrella” to the 
ground and at the same time a wedge that pierce the sky, breaking it, and realizing with its size the desire of 
the community towards divinity. 
 
2. TARGET 
The aim of the study is to highlight a particular spatial and perceptual structure that characterizes a 
geographically limited area through an analytic and inedited point of view, "telling" through drawings and 
pictures a visual path which is not only about the religious symbols but also and especially about the identity 
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and about the affirmation of the local communities between them and in the universe. The text presented 
here is closely related to the one of Matteo Pontoglio, entitled “Architecture and culture in the Po Valley: 
history, tradition and identities in the shadow of the domes in the Brescia territory”. 
 
3. DOMES AND SKYLINE 
The path of perception that I want to present clearly shows, with some important examples in the Brescia 
area, that communities often draw their skies with this sign, according to a dynamic of mimesis but even 
more by starting a sort of competition to be represented in the most impressive and visible way. 
 
 
Figure 1 – Aerial view with the location of the three centers and connection of the three poles. 
We could call it "the triangle of the three domes" that connects, through the ancient Via Brescia, the capital 
Brescia to Lonato and, along the minor road, Lonato to Montichiari and finally Montichiari to Brescia: in 
fact the common denominator is the standing of drawn signs or volumes (depending on how you look at 
them) who visually refer to each other and, at a distance, allow the immediate recognition of the city where 
they belong. 
 
3.1. Brescia 
Although the dome of the new cathedral of Brescia is not completed until 1825, it is rooted in the project 
idea since the beginning, throughout a long and complex process that had started in 1604. It is the driving 
force behind the project, the core composition around which we can find the various compositional solutions, 
the umbrella, even while it is still drawn on paper, that protects the site, as the focus element, for centuries, 
of the aspirations of architects, of clergy and of the community.  
For our perceptive analysis purposes, a passage of the design of the new cathedral building deserves to be 
mentioned in particular: this event occurs in 1758 when Giovanni Battista Marchetti took over the yard 
direction. He, with his brother Antonio, makes some changes to the neoclassic facade, whose works are still 
underway, but also gives a boost to the dome upward, slightly raising its basis according to a prevalent 
custom of that period. A further interruption of the works postpones the realization of the dome that will 
draw his profile in the sky of the city only in 1825, when the neoclassical architect Rodolfo Vantini proposed 
to implement the final solution designed by Luigi Cagnola.  
And it’s particularly significant to analyze the engravings and drawings produced during the eighteenth 
century when the dome was not completed, because in most cases they evidence the yearning for a strong 
dynamic impetus: the most significant seems to be the one attributed to Battaglioli, dated around 1750. The 
space of the square is dominated by the cathedral mass, which shows a dome architecturally consistent with 
the achieved one, but much more slender. 
 
 
Figure 2 - Francesco Battaglioli, “BRESCIA – Piazza del Duomo”. Drawing watercolor on paper. 
Only images or memories of those who were there attest the effect induced by the view of the dome fired for 
the bombing raid on the city in 1943: on this occasion it stood as a symbol of the injury city. 
 
 
Figure 3 - View of the dome of the new cathedral in the city skyline during the bombardment on March 2, 1945. 
The internal height of the dome - from the floor to the lantern more than 90 meters - allows to place it third 
in Italy among those made of masonry. 
Perceived from a distance the skyline of Brescia is significantly influenced by the presence of this element, 
which dominates the sky: the white color of the Botticino stone and the green lead coverage restored after the 
war are a safe "radial reference" using a definition of Lynch. 
His statements about references that "become more easily identifiable, easily selected as significant, if they 
possess an intelligible form, though in contrast with their background; and if they have any prominent 
location in space" enables us to read the item dome according to the perception standard: In brescian 
example the twin columns that scan the large rectangular windows ripple the circular surface of the tambour 
and the large molded frame looks like a crown, so the overall profile enhances the contrast with the 
background.  
Moreover because of being a volume generated by a rotation of its profile around the vertical axis the visual 
perception does not undergo substantial changes with varying of the points of view: when viewed from any 
angle, the recognition is immediate even if there is a different connection with the surrounding emergencies. 
The following reworks show what was said: also the view from the northwest, which is partially covered by 
the important volume of coverage of the Loggia, does not prevent to keep its reference value. 
 
 
Figure 4 - View from the northwest of the dome of the new cathedral in urban skyline. Photo and reworking of the 
author. 
 
 
Figure 5 - View from the northeast of the dome of the new cathedral in the urban skyline. Photo and reworking of the 
author. 
3.2. Lonato 
The development of the complex of the Basilica Minore of St. John the Baptist are tied to the vicissitudes of 
its designer, friar of the Camaldolese order and architect from Lonato Paolo Soratini, which was previously 
commissioned, by Cardinal Querini, bishop of Brescia, to design Santa Maria Assunta in Montichiari.  
Expansion and renovation of this religious building began in 1738, and only in 1772 the construction of the 
dome was settled: this element again gives the building an harmonious upward momentum and became an 
highly connotative element of the surrounding landscape. 
The documents show that the roofing works were started May 19, 1776 and that the roof was made of copper 
instead of lead as the architect had intended: a further blow to the Soratini who had been forced, for 
economic reasons, by the Fabbriceria, the autority in charge to the building control, to give up direction of 
works, had seen the failure of his first project (1732) and had to submit the second one to the examination of 
Marchetti, who was building the facade of the cathedral of Brescia. 
 
 
Figure 6 - Etching of Captain geographer Bagetti, in the wake of Napoleon in the Italian Campaign of 1796. 
The etching, made at a distance of sixteen years from the consecration of the building, clearly shows the 
predominance of the dome in the skyline of the site: despite the threatening presence of the strong fortress on 
the hill and of the visual barrier of the village walls, the dome indeed turns out to be the maximum visual 
appeal element: the proof is the fact that the etching designer attributes to it the pivot role of the iconographic 
composition, by placing its axis of symmetry as the centre of representation. 
 
 
Figure 7 - View from the south west of the dome, between the civic tower and the bell tower in the urban skyline of 
Lonato. Photos and reworking of the author. 
The elegant and very slim shape is due to the choice by Soratini of an above semi-circular profile, because it 
increased in height the dome, making it more stable and secure (for further discussion on the topic, I refer to 
Matteo Pontoglio’s contribution about the same churches), while the formal analogy with the dome of the 
Cathedral of Brescia, at the time non finished yet, demonstrates the architect’s knowledge of the model: the 
succession architectural order - openings is in fact repeated in the present tholobate, where the pace is 
determined by the paired pilasters alternating with the windows. 
The impact of color, however, is different, because this artefact is presented with exposed brick, contrasting 
with the white of the marble facade. The lantern was made more streamlined in 1816, with the placement of 
the gilded wooden statue of St. John with the lamb. 
 
3.3. Montichiari 
With the construction of the dome of the cathedral dedicated to Santa Maria Assunta, Montichiari people’s 
desire is to surpass in size and elegance the community of Lonato and to anticipate the people of Brescia: this 
desire makes possible the run of this interesting and impressive work, built in 1785 and signed by the 
“master builder” Pierantonio Cetti. 
The size of this dome, the rich marble covering of the tholobate divided by eight large windows which are 
stressed by pilasters that just ripple the surface, the statue of the blessing Redeemer, modeled with gilded 
copper plates and placed at the top of the lantern, make it visible and recognizable from afar. 
With its color features, it refers to the dome of the new cathedral of Brescia, from which differs for the more 
simple and classic drum which renounces at the paired architectural order to prefer a more sober parting with 
pilasters, and also for the arched shape of the windows. 
 
 
Figure 8 - Francesco Pezzaioli, altarpiece contained in the chapel of "Morti della Macina" with a view of the skyline of 
Montichiari in 1869. 
Some thoughts are generated by the analysis of an altarpiece painted by Francesco Pezzaioli for the “Morti 
della Macina” chapel. Despite the greater complexity of Montichiari skyline than the other samples analyzed, 
due to the different buildings silhouette against the background, the dome is a catalyst, thanks to its unusual 
shape rising into the sky; it also assumes a dynamic aspect through the seamlessly circularity of its volume. 
 
 
Figure 9 - Montichiari skyline in a 1936 imagine. 
 
 
Figure 10 - View of the dome of the duomo, in the urban skyline of Montichiari. Photos and reworking of the author. 
The historical iconographic images of Montichiari, without the expansions of the building after the World 
War II, allow a better view of the urban skyline and they confirm that the domes, more than other 
emergencies, materialize the aspiration of the communities, connoting the places and landscapes in a similar 
but at the same time in a different way; and even when they try to emulate other buildings, the local events 
affect the realization, giving unique and unmistakable results. 
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